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monolingual	native	speakers	of	Polish,	 ten	males	and	ten	females,	 to	 tell	 the	story	of	
a film	or	a book	whose	protagonist	was	female.	The	results	revealed	that	approximately	
25%	of	the	sound	combinations	in	question	were	reduced	phonetically	to	a vowel	gemi-
nate.	 In	 cases	 of	 deletion,	 the	 formant	 trajectories	 of	 the	 examined	 sound	 sequences	
either	did	not	show	any	signs	of	the	glide	or	the	expected	drop	in	formant	frequencies	
throughout the glide section is so slight that it is rather unlikely to produce an auditory 
impression	of	a [w]	sound.	Importantly,	in	the	analysed	recordings,	w-dropping	affects	
only	the	glide	elements	found	in	various	verb	forms,	while	intervocalic	[w]	appears	to	be	
resistant to deletion in the few cases where the glide constitutes an element of the stem, 









stanowi	element	końcówki	fleksyjnej	czasownika,	np.	-ała, -iła, -yła. W takich	przypad-
kach	trajektorie	formantów,	jak	również	ich	intensywność,	nie	wskazywały	na	obecność	













items, both words and phrases, are particularly prone to phonetic reduction. 
It	 has	 been	 suggested	 that	 the	pronunciation	of	 frequent	words	 or	 phras-








Frequency	appears	 to	have	a  similar	effect	on	 inflectional	 affixes.1	The	
gradual	reduction	of	the	[ð]	sound	in	the	Spanish	past	participle	suffix	{-ado} 
constitutes	a case	in	point	(Navarro	Tomás	1957;	Penny	2000;	Hualde	2005).	
Similar	 examples	 of	 phonetic	 changes	 affecting	 a  constituent	 of	 an	 mor-










2 Sequences	 such	as	<-ała>,	<-ałem>	are	 regarded	here	as	a  single	morphological	unit,	
even	though	they	are	morphologically	complex	(see	Section	2).
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tense	 verbs,	 e.g.	 czekała	 ‘she	was	waiting’,	 (ii)	 imperfective	 analytical	 fu-
ture tense constructions, e.g. będzie czekała ‘she	will	wait’,	(iii)	in	subjunc-
tive	 constructions	 including	 the	 complementiser	żeby, e.g. żeby miała ‘so 
that	she	has’,	(iv)	conditional	forms	of	verbs	followed	by	the	particle	-by, e.g. 
powiedziałaby	‘she	would	tell’	and	(v)	resultative	adjectives,	e.g.	zgrzybiały 
‘doddery’.	 In	 addition	 to	morphological	 units,	 intervocalic	 [w]	 sounds	 are	
also	found	in	numerous	stems	of	nouns,	adjectives	and	verbs,	as	 in	smoła 
‘tar’,	biała	‘white’	and	zdołać	‘manage’.
A functional approach to w-dropping is adopted in this paper as simi-
lar	phonetic	reductions	that	affect	morphemes	in	other	languages	appear	to	
be	motivated	by	several	factors,	 including	speaking	style,	speaking	tempo,	











section includes some concluding remarks.





3 In	 Polish,	 the	 main	 stress	 usually	 falls	 on	 the	 penultimate.	 However,	 in	 morpho-
logically	complex	verbs	 in	 the	 subjunctive,	 the	 stress	 remains	on	 the	penultimate	 syllable	
of	 the	 stem	 and	 does	 not	 shift	 to	 the	 suffix,	 e.g.,	 poszlibyśmy	 [ˈpɔʃlibɨɕmɨ]	 ‘we	would	 go’,	
odpowiedzielibyśmy	[ɔtpɔvjeˈd͡ʑelibɨɕmɨ]	‘we	would	reply’.	In	this	paper,	stressed	syllables	are	
marked only if they do not fall on the penultimate.
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language units, i.e. speech sounds, syllables, morphemes, words, phrases, 




prototype.	Prototypes	 result	 from	generalising	over	 a  large	number	of	 ac-
tual tokens produced by the speaker and/or encountered in the speech of 
other	 language	users.	The	generalisation	process	operates	 throughout	 the	





Figure 1. The prototype and extensions of the English /t/ (source Mompeán- 
-Gonzáles 2004: 436) 





as	allophones	 in	 traditional	 linguistics,	differ	 from	the	prototypical	 sound	
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as its reduced form gonna	has	lost	its	motion	sense	and	has	become	a future	
marker	(Bybee	2001:	10).	As	a high-frequency	function	word,	gonna is highly 
susceptible to phonetic reduction, especially in casual speech where it is of-
ten	pronounced	as	[gɔɾ͂ə]	(Bybee	2001:	11).
With	regard	to	frequency,	in	the	theoretical	framework	of	Usage-Based	







eral	English	verbs	of	relatively	low	frequency,	e.g.	burn, spell, already show 
signs	of	regularisation	as	they	have	two	competing	past	forms,	i.e.	burned	vs.	
burnt and spelled	vs.	spelt.	In	contrast,	irregular	high-frequency	words,	e.g.	
the	verbs	go, see, or the nouns man, woman, child, appear to be immune to 
change	by	virtue	of	being	well-entrenched	in	speakers’	minds.
4 The	 English	 phonemes	 /h/	 and	 /ŋ/	 definitely	 constitute	 exceptions	 in	 this	 respect	 
(Cruttenden	1996).
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głaskać	‘to	stroke’ głaskać	‘to	stroke’ trzaskać ‘to	slam’
1 p. sg. pr. głaszcz-ę głask-am trzask-am
2 p. sg. pr. głaszcz-esz głask-asz trzask -asz
3	p.	sg.	pr. głaszcz-e głask-a trzask -a
1 p. pl. pr. głaszcz-emy głask-amy trzask-amy
2 p. pl. pr. głaszcz-ecie głask-acie trzask-acie
3	p.	pl.	pr. głaszcz-ą głask-ają trzask-ają
Several	Polish	verbs	whose	conjugation	patterns	diverge	from	more	com-
mon	ones	seem	to	be	affected	by	a similar	change.	As	shown	in	Table	1,	the	
verbs	głaskać	 ‘stroke’	 has	 two	 competing	 paradigms	 in	 the	 present	 tense.	
In	 the	more	 conservative	pattern,	 the	word	medial	 cluster	undergoes	mu-
tation	which	replaces	[-sk-]	with	[-ʃt͡ʃ-],	 followed	by	a suffix	denoting	the	
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Penny	 2000;	Hualde	 2005).	Navarro	Tomás	 (1957)	 claims	 that	 the	 process	
is gradual since intermediate stages of weakening depending on style and 
speaking	rate	can	be	heard.	What	is	more,	in	contemporary	Spanish,	ð-dele-
tion	seems	to	have	spread	to	other	contexts.	For	example,	in	careful	speech,	
the morphologically simple word soldado ‘soldier’	is	pronounced	[soldað̞o]	
with	an	approximant	in	the	final	syllable.	In	informal	speech,	the	approxim-














3. Conjugation patterns of Polish 
Since	type	frequency	is	said	to	be	a key	factor	facilitating	phonetic	reduc-
















197).	Verbs	whose	infinitive	form	ends	in	the	letter	<c>, e.g. piec	‘bake’,	biec 
‘run’,	are	said	to	have	a zero	morpheme	{-Ø}	(Laskowski	1998:	266;	Strutyński	
1996:	 210‒211).	However,	 the	 conjugation	pattern	 applied	 to	 a  given	verb	
depends	on	the	thematic	vowel	(Rubach	1984).	The	vast	majority	of	Polish	









Figure 2. Type frequency of the major classes of Polish verbs
The	conjugation	patterns	of	verbs	ending	in	,<-ać>	and	<-eć> are the only 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































the	past	tense	3rd person singular feminine form, e.g. mieć	‘have’ –	miała ‘she 
had.	In	this	work,	the	two	conjugation	patterns	yielding	<-ała>	se	quences	
are	 referred	 to	as	 the	high	 type	 frequency	patterns.	Consequently,	all	 the	
other conjugation paradigms that generate past tense forms with the glide 
flanked	by	different	vowels	belong	to	the	low	type	frequency	group.	
4. The study




cordings,	 an	 attempt	was	 also	made	 at	 establishing	whether	 the	 type	 fre-
quency	of	a conjugation	paradigm	as	well	as	the	token	frequency	of	a target	
word	have	a significant	impact	on	w-deletion.	Information	regarding	the	to-
ken	frequency	of	the	target	words	was	obtained	from	the	National Corpus of 
the Polish Language	(http://nkjp.pl).	
4.2. The procedure
The	 process	 of	 data	 collection	 consisted	 in	 eliciting	 the	 largest	 possible	
number	 of	 verb	 forms	 ending	 in	 <-ała>	 and	 other	 V1-w-V2	 sequences,	
which	required	creating	a context	in	which	the	informants	needed	to	use	
the	3rd	person	past	tense	feminine	forms	of	verbs.	As	the	likelihood	of	pho-






The	 target	words	 encountered	 in	 the	 recordings	were	 subsequently	 di-
vided	 into	 two	 groups.	 Group	 I  comprised	 verbs	 of	 high	 type	 frequen-
cy	 that	 yielded	 the	<-ała>	 sequence,	while	 group	 II	 (low	 type	 frequency)	
consisted	 of	 verbs	 following	 the	 other	 conjugation	 patterns.	 Another	 di-















Starzz	microphone,	 connected	 to	a Sony	Vaio	 laptop,	placed	approximately	
twenty	centimetres	from	the	speakers.	The	Praat	software	was	used	to	digitise	





















ight-hand panel appear to be stable, especially with respect to F1, but their 
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to	accurately	determine	boundaries	between	them.	However,	by	examining	
their	trajectories	and	intensity,	one	can	specify	with	a fair	degree	of	accu-



































































ken	 frequency	 is	 rather	 low,	 i.e.	 there	 are	 fewer	 than	 35	 occurrences	 per	











































Table 2. Incidence of w-dropping in relation to conjugation patterns and word 
frequency.


























The	paper	 reports	 the	results	of	an	acoustic	analysis	of	 semi-spontaneous	
speech	with	a view	to	determining	the	rate	of	deletion	of	intervocalic	[w]	in	
contemporary	Polish.	The	general	conclusion	emerging	from	the	data	is	that	






that	 occur	more	 than	one	 35	 times	 in	 a million	words,	were	 found	 to	 be	
more	prone	to	phonetic	reduction	than	 less	 frequent	verbs.	As	for	 the	 lat-
ter	factor,	the	high	type	frequency	patterns,	which	yield	<-ała>	sequences	








in	 the	 previous	 section	 provide	 evidence	 that,	 in	 Polish,	w-dropping	 pri-
marily	depends	on	the	token	frequency	factor.	Judging	from	the	data,	the	
process	should	not	be	attributed	to	effort	minimisation	due	the	statistically	
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insignificant	 difference	 in	 the	 rate	 of	w-dropping	 between	words	 of	 low	
token	frequency	that	follow	the	low	and	high	type	frequency	conjugation	
patterns.	








that should be addressed in follow-up studies. One of the issues regards the 
possibility	 of	 analogous	 phonetic	 reductions	 occurring	 in	 the	 other	 Slav-
ic	 languages.	 In	 their	conjugation	patterns,	 the	past	 tense	 feminine	 forms	





losing	its	 lingual	contact	 (Stone	1993),	while	 in	Czech	it	changed	into	the	
unmarked	alveo-dental	[l]	(Short	1993).	In	East	Slavic,	i.e.	Russian,	Belorus-
sian	and	Ukrainian,	the	consonant	remained	a velarised	[ɫ].	It	would	be	in-
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